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THURSDAY, May 6, 2004 
 

House of Representatives 
LET’S NOT DELEGATE OUR 

COASTAL SECURITY TO 
FOREIGN GOVERNMENTS!  

 

HON. BOB FILNER 
OF CALIFORNIA 

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
 

MR. FILNER: Mr. Speaker, I yield myself 
such time as I may consume.  
     The motion that the House has before it 
is really very simple.  It instructs the House 
conferees on the Coast Guard and Maritime 
Transportation Act to insist on our House 
provision on section 415.  Section 415 
simply clarifies that all foreign-flag vessels 
that may be involved in a security incident 
in the United States must submit their vessel 
security plans to the Coast Guard for their 
review and approval before they enter the 
United States.  It is pretty simple.  We are 
trying to make sure that we do not have a 
terrorist incident caused by a ship coming to 
our shores.  
     We have seen clear evidence that 
terrorists have the means and capability to 
use vessels as a weapon.  We all know about 
the attack on the U.S.S. Cole.  Most 
recently, insurgents in Iraq blew up their 

boat filled with explosives when a U.S. 
boarding team tried to inspect their vessel.  
Two members of our Navy and one member 
of the Coast Guard died in that attack.  
     When this Congress enacted the 
Maritime Transportation Security Act in 
November of 2002, foreign vessel owners 
were clearly required to submit vessel 
security plans to the United States Coast 
Guard.  They were prohibited from 
operating after July 1 of this year if those 
plans were not approved and if they were 
not operating in accordance with those 
plans.  But in the month after this MTSA, 
the Maritime Transportation Security Act, 
was enacted, the Coast Guard went to 
London and agreed to amendments to the 
Safety of Life At Sea Convention to require 
security standards for all vessels engaged in 
international trade.  These amendments are 
called the International Ship and Port 



 
 

Facility Security Code, or as we refer to 
them, the ISPS Code.  
     The Coast Guard never told Congress 
that they were intending to overturn the new 
security law by allowing foreign-flag vessels 
to enter the United States if their security 
plans were approved not by the Coast Guard 
but by the government in which the ship is 
flagged. As many Members know, 
thousands of ship owners choose to register 
their ships in so-called “flag of 
convenience” countries. The ship owners do 
this to save money because they know that 
these governments flaunt international law 
by not enforcing the international maritime 
conventions to which they are a party.  
     Mr. Speaker, our Nation has learned a 
great deal about terrorism since 9/11.  One 
thing we have clearly learned is that not 
every nation in the world is our friend.  Each 
day hundreds of ships enter U.S. ports with 
dangerous and hazardous cargoes.  A 
weapon of mass destruction, a biological 
agent could easily be smuggled aboard a 
vessel in a foreign port.  Look at some of the 
largest registries in the world, like Panama, 
Malta and Cyprus, and you will find vessels 
that are often detained by the Coast Guard 
for violations of international safety laws.  
Now we expect those same governments to 
protect U.S. citizens by making sure that 
their vessels have adequately implemented 
security plans?  Give me a break!  I for one 

am not willing to delegate our security 
responsibilities to the governments of 
Panama or Malta or Cyprus.  
     I raised this issue with the Coast Guard at 
two separate hearings.  The Coast Guard 
argued that they do not have the resources to 
approve the security plans for the thousands 
of foreign-flag vessels that come to our 
country.  I have a simple thing to say, as I 
said to the commandant: send us a budget 
request, and we will fight for every nickel 
you need to review and approve the foreign 
vessel security plans.  The resources will be 
there if you ask for them.  But do not 
compromise the security of our coastal 
communities and our whole Nation by 
placing our security in the hands of these 
foreign governments.  
     When Congress wrote the Maritime 
Transportation Security Act in 2002, we 
realized that it is up to the United States 
Government through the United States Coast 
Guard to protect our citizens.  I urge my 
colleagues, Mr. Speaker, to support the 
motion to instruct the conferees on H.R. 
2443 to insist on the House provisions 
requiring all foreign-flag vessels, any one of 
which may be a potential terrorist threat, to 
submit their security plans to the Coast 
Guard for review and approval before they 
enter the United States. We ask this in law. 
We ask now to reinforce the law. 

 


